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2 
ED COLE 
A Nebraska Farmer at the 
Athens of the Cornfields 
Several years ago, Professor Christine Rydel, then director of the college honors 
program, prevailed upon me to deliver the final lecture of the year, traditionally 
presented at the Honors Convocation. I must admit that I was reluctant to accept, 
inasmuch as the faculty possessed any number of more prestigious and learned scholars 
than I. But in the end Professor Rydel had her way, which she obtained in the most 
devious manner: she bribed my car-pool, the famous ''A-1", upon the services of which 
I utterly depend. 
Several months thereafter were spent in blissful procrastination, but eventually it 
became necessary to supply a title. In some haste I came up with "A Nebraska Farmer 
at the Athens of the Cornfields;' a choice I came to regret as soon as the notices 
were posted around the college. Several colleagues, who knew of my pathetic attempt 
at backyard gardening, sardonically inquired about my agronomy lecture. The coffee-
room puns were worse than usual. As the day of the lecture approached, I was offered 
straw hats and various implements of tillage. One mordant fellow relished informing 
me that the pioneer faculty (the senior chiefs of all committees having to do with 
promotion, grants, etc.) had resented the description of the infant Grand Valley as 
"The Athens of the Cornfields;' an appelation employed by scornful critics. 
By the time that I rose to speak, any fanciful plans I may have had for the lecture 
had been scrapped in favor of the hope that I might make a credible explanation of 
that ill-conceived title. Although I was raised in Nebraska, and am well-acquainted 
with farms, farmers, field-work, livestock and so forth, I would not presume to repre-
sent myself as a Nebraska farmer, for a Nebraska farmer is a very special individual. 
One such once put it this way to me: "Farming out here;' he explained, "is like casino 
poker, with the added risk that your winnings may be eaten by grasshoppers?' And 
when he spoke about grasshoppers, my friend did not mean that delicate little insect 
known here in Michigan. The Nebraska grasshopper is a big, mean critter- almost 
a form of poultry. I pity the chicken-hawk that ever tries to take one on. Some ir-
reverent people have referred to the plains grasshopper as "the Nebraska State Bird;' 
rather in the same spirit that the Coors beer can is the roadside flower of Colorado. 
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A n d  t h e r e  i s  a l s o  t h e  h a r s h n e s s  a n d  t h e  c h a l l e n g e  o f  t h e  l a n d .  T h e  G r e a t  P l a i n s  w e r e  
t h e  l a s t  o f  t h e  l o w e r  f o r t y - e i g h t  t o  b e  s e t t l e d  i n  a  m e a n i n g f u l  w a y  - t h e  w e s t e r n  f r o n -
t i e r  j u s t  l e a p t  o v e r  N e b r a s k a  a n d  w e n t  o n  t o  C a l i f o r n i a .  L a t e r  o n ,  a f t e r  t e c h n o l o g y  
h a d  p r o g r e s s e d  a  l o t  f a r t h e r ,  t h e y  c a m e  b a c k  a n d  f i l l e d  i n  t h e  b i g  b l a n k  s p a c e  i n  t h e  
m i d d l e .  E v e n  t o d a y  m o s t  A m e r i c a n s  k n o w  t h e  s t a t e  o n l y  a s  a  l o n g  s t r e t c h  o f  r o a d  
b e t w e e n  I o w a  a n d  C o l o r a d o .  I  t h i n k  t h a t  i s  t o o  b a d ,  f o r  I  l o v e  m y  o l d  h o m e  s t a t e ,  
b u t  I  m u s t  a d m i t  t h a t  l i f e  o u t  t h e r e  i s  s o m e w h a t  t e n u o u s .  O n l y  t h e  v e r y  t o u g h e s t  
I n d i a n  t r i b e s  v e n t u r e d  i n t o  t h e  p l a c e ,  i n  s e a r c h  o f  t h e  i n c r e d i b l y  h a r d y  b u f f a l o .  
S o m e t i m e s  I  c o m e  u p o n  a  s c i e n c e - f i c t i o n  n o v e l  i n  w h i c h  t h e  a u t h o r  t r i e s  t o  d e s c r i b e  
l i f e  o n  t h e  m o o n  o r  s o m e  o t h e r ,  e v e n  m o r e  r e m o t e  p l a n e t ,  a n d  e v e r y  t i m e  I  r e a d  s u c h  
a  t h i n g ,  I  s a y  t o  m y s e l f :  " T h a t ' s  i t !  T h a t ' s  t h e  o l d  h o m e  s t a t e ! "  T h e  l a n d  o u t  t h e r e  
i s  v e r y  g o o d ,  s o m e  o f  t h e  b e s t  i n  t h e  w o r l d ,  b u t  t h e r e  i s  h a r d l y  a n y  r a i n .  T o  w r e s t  
a  l i v i n g  f r o m  t h a t  c o u n t r y  i s  a  h e r o i c  t a s k ,  a n d  o n e  w h i c h  I  w o u l d  n e v e r  a t t e m p t .  
I ' v e  n e v e r  f e l t  u p  t o  t h e  c h a l l e n g e  o f  c a s i n o  p o k e r ,  e v e n  w i t h  g r a s s h o p p e r s .  
T h e  N e b r a s k a  f a r m e r  I  h a d  i n  m i n d  w a s  o n e  w h o m  I  m e t  a b o u t  a  q u a r t e r  o f  a  c e n -
t u r y  a g o ,  o n e  f i n e  s p r i n g  a f t e r n o o n  a t  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  N e b r a s k a .  T h e  c l a s s  i n  q u e s -
t i o n  w a s  E i g h t e e n t h - C e n t u r y  G e r m a n  L i t e r a t u r e ,  g i v e n  b y  P r o f e s s o r  W i l l i a m  K .  P f e i l e r  .  
T h i s  p r o f e s s o r  w a s  o n e  o f  t h o s e  y o u  n e v e r  f o r g e t ,  a n d  i n d e e d ,  t h e r e  e x i s t s  n o w  a  r e a d i n g  
r o o m  i n  h i s  n a m e  a t  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y ,  d o n a t e d  b y  h i s  g r a t e f u l  s t u d e n t s .  P r o f e s s o r  P f e i l e r  
w a s  a  g r e a t l y  l e a r n e d  m a n  a p t l y  d e s c r i b e d  a s  m e n s  m a g n a  i n  c o r p o r e  m a g n o .  H e  h a d  
a  h e a v y  G e r m a n  a c c e n t  a n d  l i k e d  t o  d e s c r i b e  h i m s e l f  a s  t h e  o n l y  N e b r a s k a  p r o f e s s o r  
w h o  h a d  f o u g h t  " t o  m a k e  t h e  w o r l d  u n s a f e  f o r  d e m o c r a c y ; '  a n  a l l u s i o n  t o  h i s  y o u t h f u l  
s e r v i c e  a s  o n e  o f  t h e  K a i s e r ' s  c o n s c r i p t s .  I t  w a s  s a i d  t h a t ,  a f t e r  t h e  w a r ,  o n  t h e  s t r e n g t h  
o f  a  c l a s s  i n  S h a k e s p e a r i a n  E n g l i s h ,  h e  m o v e d  t o  L o n d o n .  H o w  h e  s u r v i v e d  u s i n g  
h e a v i l y - a c c e n t e d  S h a k e s p e a r i a n  E n g l i s h  i s  a n y o n e ' s  g u e s s ,  b u t  s o m e h o w  h e  m a d e  i t ,  
a n d  y e a r s  l a t e r  e s t a b l i s h e d  h i s  h o m e  w i t h  u s ,  b e y o n d  t h e  w i d e  M i s s o u r i .  
O n  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  o c c a s i o n ,  i n  o n e  o f  h i s  s u r p r i s e  m o v e s ,  P r o f e s s o r  P f e i l e r  h a d  a n  
u n u s u a l  a s s i g n m e n t  f o r  u s .  " P l e a s e ; '  h e  r e q u e s t e d ,  " w r i t e  f o r  m e  a n  e s s a y ,  e x p l a i n i n g  
t o  a  N e b r a s k a  f a r m e r  w h y  h i s  t a x e s  s h o u l d  g o  t o  p a y  f o r  o u r  c l a s s  i n  E i g h t e e n t h - C e n t u r y  
G e r m a n  L i t e r a t u r e ! '  W e  d u t i f u l l y  c o p i e d  o u t  t h e  a s s i g n m e n t  i n  o u r  n o t e b o o k s .  A f t e r  
a  m o m e n t ,  a  s t u d e n t  i n  t h e  b a c k  o f  t h e  r o o m  r a i s e d  h i s  h a n d  a n d  a s k e d ,  " P r o f e s s o r  
P f e i l e r ,  w h e n  i s  t h e  a s s i g n m e n t  d u e ? "  A n d  t h e n ,  w i t h  a  s m i l e  o f  i n e f f a b l e  w i s d o m  
a n d  w i c k e d n e s s ,  P r o f e s s o r  P f e i l e r  a n s w e r e d ,  " Y o u  w i l l  b e  l u c k y ; '  h e  r e p l i e d ,  " i f  y o u  
f i n i s h  i t  i n  y o u r  l i f e t i m e ! '  
T h i s  t h e n ,  i s  t h e  N e b r a s k a  f a r m e r  I  h a d  i n  m i n d .  E a c h  o f  u s  w h o  w a s  i n  c l a s s  t h a t  
a f t e r n o o n  h a s  c a r r i e d  t h e  s k e p t i c a l  N e b r a s k a  f a r m e r  w i t h  u s  e v e r  s i n c e .  H e  u s u a l l y  
a p p e a r s  i n  m y  t h o u g h t s  o n c e  o r  t w i c e  a  y e a r ,  d e m a n d i n g  h i s  e x p l a n a t i o n  f o r  t h e  G e r -
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man literature course. Nebraska farmers, as you may imagine, take a keen interest 
in their taxes, and it is not always easy to explain such things to them. 
Of course Professor Pfeiler really did not want us to think about specific farmers 
and specific literature courses, but about a larger question. He did not want us to 
take our education for granted, but to think about its value. The good professor was 
really asking us to think about the purpose of higher learning and about why tough 
hombres like the Nebraska farmers had seen fit to establish an institution of univer-
sal knowledge in the midst of their hard-won cornfields. 
The answer, of course; would have been a lot easier if the question itself had been 
raised in a class on animal husbandry or general agronomy. Utility is the easiest answer 
to any question about the value of education. No Nebraskan, including Professor 
P£eiler, would ever challenge the value of teaching things which are useful. Useful 
subjects, especially those with an immediate practical application, are obviously needed 
by individuals and society. But Professor P£eiler had introduced us to the Nebraska 
farmer in the context of a liberal arts class which could have no immediate or direct 
impact on the economy of the state. He seemed to be asking why we should not just 
scrap all the courses in psychology, political science, art, poetry, literature, history, 
philosophy, theoretical science, advanced mathematics, languages and so forth. 
Wouldn't it be more faithful to the needs and desires of the Nebraska farmers if we 
got rid of all such seemingly useless courses? Now as it happened, such courses, com-
monly called the liberal arts, were my favorites. But I also had considerable affection 
for my kith and kin back home, and hated to think of perpetrating some kind of 
fraud upon them. Therefore, when I went home for the summer, I raised this ques-
tion on a number of occasions, just to see what real Nebraska farmers thought about it. 
The farmers I knew back home were the direct descendants of pioneer families who 
arrived from the Midwest in the late 1870's and early 1880's. Their fathers and grand-
fathers had begun life out there in sod houses and primitive dugouts. Somehow they 
had survived the incredible loneliness and unbelievable challenges of the Great Plains 
to build up their farms. They had sent their relatives off to two great wars and several 
small ones, and they weathered the great depression of the 1930's. You might expect 
such people, to whom heavy labor from dawn to dusk was a way of life, to be about 
as skeptical as anyone imaginable on the subject of the liberal arts at the university. 
But to my surprise, this was not the case. 
As I talked to my relatives and neighbors, I slowly began to discover an interesting 
fact. They were very much interested in raising the general tone of their communities. 
After all, their fathers had not come out to Nebraska just to found and perpetuate 
a nation of dugout dwellers. To them the improvement of the minds of their children 
was as impo1 
the prairie eli 
it was a fine 
and you wen 
books. Sever 
the small tov 
vious of any 
politics, and 
the parlor, e 
sharecropper 
paint for the:: 
and aunt P~ 
Shakespeare. 
not meet as 
ing the oppc 
even if it wa 
I also disc< 
tain expectat 
they expecte 
obtained a c 
niques for tn 
pected that ~ 
in a ridiculo 
were on the l 
hoped that t 
human natm 
was not to b 
tion was to l 
would have t< 
My uncle A 
his tractor, a 
under theN 
right there i1 
or even fran 
So as you 
not fare so l: 
my home co 
k e e n  i n t e r e s t  
~m. 
e c i f i c  f a r m e r s  
) t  w a n t  u s  t o  
p r o f e s s o r  w a s  
u t  w h y  t o u g h  
. o n  o f  u n i v e r -
s e l f  h a d  b e e n  
~asiest a n s w e r  
l i n g  P r o f e s s o r  
1 s e f u l .  U s e f u l  
i o u s l y  n e e d e d  
t h e  N e b r a s k a  
H a t e  o r  d i r e c t  
, a u l d  n o t  j u s t  
t t u r e ,  h i s t o r y ,  
n d  s o  f o r t h .  
f a r m e r s  i f  w e  
: : c u r s e s ,  c o m -
a b l e  a f f e c t i o n  
m m e  k i n d  o f  
; e d  t h i s  q u e s -
u g h t  a b o u t  i t .  
f a m i l i e s  w h o  
r s  a n d  g r a n d -
) m e h o w  t h e y  
!  G r e a t  P l a i n s  
r s  a n d  s e v e r a l  
m i g h t  e x p e c t  
,  t o  b e  a b o u t  
1 e  u n i v e r s i t y .  
m  i n t e r e s t i n g  
: o m m u n i t i e s .  
t d  p e r p e t u a t e  
h e i r  c h i l d r e n  
5  
w a s  a s  i m p o r t a n t  a s  d e c e n t  g a r d e n s  a n d  g r o v e s  o f  m i g h t y  t r e e s  r a i s e d  i n  d e f i a n c e  o f  
t h e  p r a i r i e  c l i m a t e .  T o  m y  s u r p r i s e ,  t h e  N e b r a s k a  f a r m e r s  r e g a r d e d  e d u c a t i o n  a s  t h o u g h  
i t  w a s  a  f i n e  a n d  v a l u e d  p o s s e s s i o n .  O f  c o u r s e ,  t h i s  w a s  b e f o r e  t h e  d a y s  o f  t e l e v i s i o n ,  
a n d  y o u  w e r e  o f t e n  s u r p r i s e d  t o  f i n d  r e m o t e  f a r m h o u s e s  w i t h  c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  r e a l l y  g o o d  
b o o k s .  S e v e r a l  w r i t e r s  o f  n o t e ,  a n d  o n e  o r  t w o  o f  n a t i o n a l  s t a t u r e  h a d  e m e r g e d  f r o m  
t h e  s m a l l  t o w n s  a n d  f a r m s  o f  t h e  s t a t e .  M y  p r o s p e r o u s  u n c l e  A r t i e  w a s  p o s i t i v e l y  e n -
v i o u s  o f  a n y o n e  w h o  h a d  o b t a i n e d  a  h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n .  H i s  p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t  w a s  
p o l i t i c s ,  a n d  h e  s u b s c r i b e d  t o  t h e  C o n g r e s s i o n a l  R e g i s t e r ,  w h i c h  h e  r e a d  r e l i g i o u s l y  i n  
t h e  p a r l o r ,  e v e r y  n i g h t  a f t e r  c h o r e s .  M y  u n c l e  J o e ,  o n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  w a s  a  p o o r  
s h a r e c r o p p e r ,  w h o s e  l a n d l o r d  w o u l d  n o t  a l l o w  h i m  e l e c t r i c i t y ,  i n d o o r  p l u m b i n g ,  o r  
p a i n t  f o r  t h e  o u t s i d e  o f  h i s  h o u s e .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  o n  m y  e l e v e n t h  b i r t h d a y  u n c l e  J o e  
a n d  a u n t  P e a r l  g a v e  m e  a  n e w  b o o k  a b o u t  E l i z a b e t h a n  E n g l a n d  i n  t h e  d a y s  o f  
S h a k e s p e a r e .  M y  s o n  o w n s  i t  t o d a y .  A l t h o u g h  n o t  e v e r y o n e  h a d  s u c h  i n t e r e s t s ,  I  d i d  
n o t  m e e t  a  s i n g l e  p e r s o n  b a c k  h o m e  w h o  d i d  n o t  c o n g r a t u l a t e  m e  s i n c e r e l y  f o r  h a v -
i n g  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  g o  t o  c o l l e g e  a n d  l e a r n  w h a t e v e r  t h e r e  w a s  w o r t h  k n o w i n g ,  
e v e n  i f  i t  w a s  f o u n d  i n  t h e  p a g e s  o f  a n  e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  G e r m a n  w r i t e r .  
I  a l s o  d i s c o v e r e d  a n o t h e r  s i d e  o f  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t  i n  h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n .  T h e y  h a d  c e r -
t a i n  e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f  p e o p l e  w h o  c a m e  b a c k  f r o m  c o l l e g e  o r  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y .  O f  c o u r s e  
t h e y  e x p e c t e d  t h a t  w e  s h o u l d  k n o w  o u r  s p e c i a l t i e s .  A n y o n e ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  w h o  h a d  
o b t a i n e d  a  d e g r e e  i n  v e t e r i n a r y  s c i e n c e  w a s  e x p e c t e d  t o  k n o w  t h e  v e r y  l a t e s t  t e c h -
n i q u e s  f o r  t r e a t i n g  l i v e s t o c k .  B u t  t h e r e  w a s  e v e n  m o r e :  t h e  f a r m e r s  b a c k  h o m e  a l s o  e x -
p e c t e d  t h a t  a n  e d u c a t e d  y o u n g  m a n  o r  w o m a n  w o u l d  n o t  t a l k  f o o l i s h n e s s  o r  b e h a v e  
i n  a  r i d i c u l o u s  m a n n e r .  A l t h o u g h  t h e y  n e v e r  u s e d  t h e  w o r d s ,  t h e  f o l k s  b a c k  h o m e  
w e r e  o n  t h e  l o o k o u t  f o r  s i g n s  o f  p o i s e  a n d  s o p h i s t i c a t i o n .  M y  r e l a t i v e s  a n d  n e i g h b o r s  
h o p e d  t h a t  t h e i r  c o l l e g e  g r a d u a t e s  w o u l d  c o m e  b a c k  t o  t h e m  k n o w l e d g e a b l e  a b o u t  
h u m a n  n a t u r e  a n d  a b o u t  t h e  w o r l d  a t  l a r g e .  A n d  t h e y  k n e w  t h a t  t h i s  k i n d  o f  k n o w l e d g e  
w a s  n o t  t o  b e  g a i n e d  b y  v e t e r i n a r y  s c i e n c e  a l o n e .  T h e y  k n o w  t h a t  i f  t h e  n e x t  g e n e r a -
t i o n  w a s  t o  b e  m o r e  i n t e r e s t i n g  a n d  b e t t e r  p r e p a r e d  f o r  g e n e r a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,  t h e r e  
w o u l d  h a v e  t o  b e  a  s e a r c h  f o r  w i s d o m  i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  a c q u i s i t i o n  o f  u s e f u l  k n o w l e d g e .  
M y  u n c l e  A r t  w a s  a  f a r m e r  t h r o u g h - a n d - t h r o u g h .  I n d e e d ,  h e  d i e d  a t  t h e  w h e e l  o f  
h i s  t r a c t o r ,  a n d  t h e y  f o u n d  h i m  o n  i t ,  g o i n g  a r o u n d  a n d  a r o u n d  i n  m a g n i f i c e n t  c i r c l e s  
u n d e r  t h e  N e b r a s k a  s u n .  B u t  u n c l e  A r t  k n e w  t h a t  a  m a n  h a d  n o t  s e e n  a l l  h e  n e e d e d ,  
r i g h t  t h e r e  i n  W e b s t e r  C o u n t y .  N o t  e v e r y t h i n g  c o u l d  b e  l e a r n e d  a t  t h e  b a r b e r s h o p  
o r  e v e n  f r o m  t h e  r a d i o .  
S o  a s  y o u  s e e ,  P r o f e s s o r  P f e i l e r ' s  E i g h t e e n t h - C e n t u r y  G e r m a n  L i t e r a t u r e  c l a s s  d i d  
n o t  f a r e  s o  b a d l y  a m o n g  t h e  N e b r a s k a  f a r m e r s  a f t e r  a l l .  A t  l e a s t  t h e  r u r a l  p e o p l e  i n  
m y  h o m e  c o m m u n i t y  r e g a r d e d  s u c h  l e a r n i n g  a s  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  t h e  c u l t u r a l  i m p r o v e -
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ment of their society, as something worth having, in and of itself. 
Therefore, when I came here fifteen years ago, I was pleased to hear Grand Valley 
described as "The Athens of the Cornfields:' The people who described it in this 
manner probably did so sarcastically, but then they had not met the Nebraska farmer. 
Fifteen years ago there really were cornfields on this campus, and big barns, which 
have now all been torn down. But something of their magic remains, and this college 
is still a place where students may withdraw to concentrate on the challenge of higher 
learning. I think that Professor Pfeiler's farmer would be pleased to find a place of 
universal knowledge in these beautiful cornfields. 
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